This paper aimed to identify success factors of export performance for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Drawing on the resource-based view, the dynamic capability view, and international entrepreneurship theory, we extracted relevant assets, capabilities, and postures at the firm level. An extended benchmarking method was applied to empirically test the proposed success factors with a cross-sectional sample of 99 Slovenian SMEs. The results highlight the crucial role of management competence, financial and human resources, market orientation, negotiation flexibility, and a proactive and risk-taking posture to achieve superior export performance.
Introduction
Exporting to foreign markets is an important growth option for organizations (Lu & Beamish, 2001) , and small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) are becoming increasingly involved in cross-border trade (Araújo & Gonnard, 2011; Gallup, 2007) , especially in smaller economies with limited domestic markets. As the number of SMEs exceeds the number of large companies in most countries (Pett & Wolff, 2011) , the export performance of SMEs becomes an issue of both microand macroeconomic relevance. Thus, this research aims to identify firm-level success factors of export performance in the specific context of Slovenian SMEs.
Addressing this research question requires drawing on multiple theoretical sources. In the search for success factors, we need to consider the SMEs' resources, capabilities, and postures oriented toward change and adaptations because established firms are built to serve their domestic markets, which may not fit the needs of the foreign market (Knight & Cavusgil, 2004) . Based on the resource-based view (Barney, 1991; Penrose, 1959) , past research has identified numerous resources relevant for export performance (Dhanaraj & Beamish, 2003; Fahy, 2002) . However, most studies rely on empirical studies conducted in the United States. This research validates the findings for Slovenia. More recently, the dynamic capability view (Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997) has gained attention in internationalization research, but empirical evidence on the performance impact of specific capabilities is still limited (Jantunen Puumalainen, & Saarenketo, 2005) . This study derives dynamic capabilities and empirically assesses their export performance relevance. Finally, venturing into new markets can be seen as an entrepreneurial act (McDougall & Oviatt, 2000) , which is the view of international entrepreneurship. One central concept is the entrepreneurial orientation (Covin & Slevin, 1989) , but empirical evidence about its performance impact in established firms is limited (Ahuja & Lampert, 2001 ). This research applies the concept to explore how established SMEs' postures toward change and renewal drive export performance.
Subsequently, we develop hypotheses and then test them with data collected from 99 Slovenian SMEs. By applying a benchmark approach, we empirically show what successfully exporting SMEs do differently than their less successful peers.
Theoretical Foundation
Resource-based view. According to the resource-based view, firm performance is achieved through competitive advantage that derives from the application of resources that are valuable, rare, difficult to imitate, and unable to substitute (Barney, 1991; Penrose, 1959) . In this section, we discuss the main firm resources and their relevance for export performance.
Management export experience.
Managers are the main decision makers and coordinators of all export market activities (Westhead, Wright, & Ucbasaran, 2001) . Their knowledge and experience regarding foreign markets, potential strategies, and operations determine whether the firm can recognize and exploit the opportunities (Aragon-Sanchez & Sanchez-Marin, 2005; Daily, Certo, & Dalton, 2000) . Experienced managers more effectively build the capabilities required for new markets, defining clear competitive strategies, and consequently creating competitive advantages (Morgan, Kaleka, & Katsikeas, 2004) .
H1. Management export experience is positively related to export performance.
Management export market information. Management export market information refers to the competences of the management to generate relevant information about the export market, such as potential customers, a competitive environment, and funding agencies. It facilitates the generation of a competitive advantage in the export market (Kaleka, 2002) and better decisions on the resources and capabilities necessary for export activities (Morgan et al., 2004) . In contrast, a lack of information-related management competence runs the risk of unexpected customer and competitor responses.
H2. Management export market information is positively related to export performance.
Financial resources. Expanding into foreign markets requires investments (e.g., promotion, new sales teams). However, gathering the funds is more difficult for smaller firms due to their limited equity and securities, which limits their options to enter new markets (Mischensky, 1998) . Due to the financial limitations of SME, investments also need to break even faster, which reduces the intensity of export activities (Hutchinson et al., 2005) . Thus, more financial resources do not increase export performance per se, but a lack of funds definitely inhibits SMEs to engage in export activities.
H3. The lack of financial resources is negatively related to export performance.
Physical resources. Physical resources refer to technology, equipment, production capacities, and access to supplies (Morgan et al., 2004) . Similar to financial resources, their availability is not sufficient for successful export, but a lack of physical resources inhibits all related activities. For instance, SMEs cannot fill orders from export customers in the case of production capacity or supply shortage. Thus, physical resources are necessary for export activities.
H4. The lack of physical resources is negatively related to export performance.
Human resources. As employees are the ones implementing the decisions made at higher levels and interacting with customers, they are crucial for firm performance. Past research shows that employee satisfaction is closely related to customer satisfaction, which drives financial performance (Hooley, Greenley, Cadogan, & Fahy, 2005) . Employees' skills, loyalty, and motivation are also difficult to imitate and, thereby, are a source of competitive advantage. In the context of internationalization, outstanding human resources have been shown to facilitate international learning and marketing, which in turn improves financial performance (Ling & Jaw, 2006) .
H5. Superior human resources are positively related to export performance.
Brand strength. The brand is an intangible asset built over time through marketing activities. With respect to customers, a strong brand creates awareness, reduces uncertainty, reduces price sensitivity, and increases loyalty (Evanschitzky, 2003; Tauber, 1988; Zou, Fang, & Zhao, 2003) . This also applies to foreign market activities, resulting in positional advantages of the firm against local competitors and higher export sales and profitability (Zou et al., 2003) .
H6. Brand strength is positively related to export performance.
Dynamic capability view. Resources are necessary, but not sufficient, for achieving a sustainable competitive advantage (Barney, 1991) ; the set of processes determine how these resources are deployed, which refers to the capabilities. They are ill-structured activities embedded in the firm's routines. The dynamic capabilities in particular reconfigure and adapt resources and activities to changes in the environment, serving as performance drivers (Teece et al., 1997) . The concept of dynamic capabilities has been shown to also apply in the context of internationalization (Jantunen et al., 2005) , although research is still limited. In this section, we explain the impact of the dynamic capabilities that past research has found to impact general firm performance on achieving superior export outcomes.
Market orientation.
Market orientation refers to the dynamic capability of aligning strategy and operations with the customer and competitive circumstances. It subsumes all activities to understand customers' needs, how to serve them, and how to differentiate from local competitors (Hooley et al., 2005) . Market orientation is found as a performance antecedent across industries and firms of all sizes (Jaworski & Kohli, 1993; Kara, Spillan, & Deshields, 2005; Pelham, 1999) . Specifically for export activities, it can be assumed that identifying differences between home and foreign markets regarding customers and competitors, and adapting to them, increases export performance.
H7. Market orientation is positively related to export performance.
Negotiation flexibility. An organization's flexibility to respond agilely to new requirements for negotiations and contracting is relevant for adapting to customers and other partners in foreign markets for whom the tactics established for the domestic market do not apply (Bello & Gilliland, 1997) . For instance, new markets may require alternative pricing, knowledge about laws, and language or intercultural communication skills. Adapting efficiently and effectively to how business relations with local contracting partners are formed and sustained can thereby be a source of competitive advantage.
H8. Negotiation flexibility is positively related to export performance.
Service capability. Serving the customer with better quality with respect to product access, line breadth, timely and reliable delivery, technical support, and after-sales services requires the capability to deploy the resources to create customer value. This creates higher customer satisfaction and loyalty, lower price sensitivity, and consequently higher profitability (Reichheld & Sasser, 1990) . In the export context, past research has also found that service quality facilitates firm performance (Cavusgil & Zou, 1994; Morgan et al., 2004) .
H9. Service capability is positively related to export performance.
International entrepreneurship view. One stream of international entrepreneurship research uses firms' posturesespecially the entrepreneurial orientation (Covin & Slevin, 1989) -to explain performance differences. Entrepreneurial orientation manifests in the firm's strategy, operations, decisions, and management style regarding new entries with existing or new products and services (Lumpkin & Dess, 1996) . The three underlying dimensions are the firm's innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk-taking, which are supposed to enable the firm to better serve customers' needs, become a first-mover, and commit sufficient resources for opportunity exploitation (Covin, Green, & Slevin, 2006) . In the context of internationalization, however, the empirical findings on the performance impact of this posture are mixed (e.g., Balabanis & Katsika, 2003; Dimitratos, Lioukas, & Carter, 2004; Frishammar & Anderson, 2009; Jantunen et al., 2005) . We subsequently describe how the three dimensions may impact export performance.
Innovativeness. Innovativeness refers to the firm's posture to engage in finding new solutions and R&D activities to generate new products, services, and processes rather than relying on the existing portfolio (Covin & Slevin, 1989) . With respect to foreign markets, customers' needs, competition, and regulations may differ from the domestic market and therefore require the firm to adapt existing or innovate new products and services to successfully enter the market and gain a competitive advantage. Thus, innovativeness is supposed to increase export performance.
H10. Innovativeness is positively related to export performance.
Proactiveness. This posture describes the tendency of the firm to constantly search for new opportunities and initiate activities based on anticipated market needs as a pioneer instead of just reacting to competitive moves (Covin & Slevin, 1989) . For export activities, this suggests that proactive firms should be more successful as they actively seek for new foreign market opportunities, adapt their portfolio, and enter new markets earlier when competitive pressure is still lower and market shares are easier to gain.
H11. Proactiveness is positively related to export performance.
Risk-taking. Having this posture means taking calculated risks by committing resources to the exploitation of opportunities that are uncertain rather than taking a play-it-safe mentality (Covin & Slevin, 1989) . The uncertainty inherent in both customer acceptance and competitors' responses when entering new markets, and the investments necessary to build the infrastructure and execute export activities, requires the firm to take risks when aiming to export successfully.
H12. Risk-taking is positively related to export performance.

Method
Sample description. Representatives of SMEs randomly selected from the Slovenian business register were phoned and informed about the purpose of the study; those expressing their willingness to participate were provided with an electronic survey by email. Only exporting SMEs (> 1% of revenues from export markets) were included into the sample. In total, 99 usable questionnaires were returned, representing a 25% response rate. The participating firms came from various industries, and the respondents were mainly executives (47.5%) or sales and marketing managers (42.4%). Sample characteristics are reported in Table 1 .
Measures. Established multi-item measures using Likert-type scales were used for all variables. Introductory statements included instructions of the rating process. Export performance was captured using 14 items from Lages, Lages, and Lages (2005) on 5 dimensions (financial, strategic, goal achievement, satisfaction, contribution to operations), which were aggregated to an overall export performance measure. The performance rating referred to export activities within the previous year. The items were formulated as statements, and the respondents indicated on the scale their level of agreement. Management export experience measured knowledge and intensity of past export activities using four items from Morgan et al. (2004) . Management export market information measured managerial competence to gather and analyze information about customers and competitors in the export market based on six items from Morgan et al. (2004) . The availability of financial, physical, and superior human resources was assessed using seven items from Morgan et al. (2004) and Hooley et al. (2005) . Brand strength in the export market was captured with three items from Zou et al. (2003) . Market orientation was assessed with seven items from Hooley et al. (2005) asking for the alignment of strategy and operations with customers and the competitive landscape. Negotiation flexibility was captured with three items from Bello and Gilliland (1997) , demonstrating flexibility in adapting and modifying contracts with suppliers and customers. Based on Morgan et al. (2004) , three items captured the firm's service capability: product accessibility, technical support, and delivery. Similar to prior studies, the respondents rated all resources and capabilities relative to their competition. For entrepreneurial orientation, Covin and Slevin's (1989) scale was applied to assess innovativeness, proactiveness, and risk-taking with three items each. The scale formulated statements describing the characteristics at the poles of each dimension, and the respondents had to indicate toward which description their organization tends.
Scale properties and benchmarking procedure. Validity and reliability of the scales were assessed before performing further analysis. Unidimensionality was assessed with explorative factor analyses (Hair, Black, Babin, Anderson, Tatham, 2006) . For each scale, only one factor with eigenvalue > 1 was extracted. The extracted variance was > 60% for all scales except financial resources (57%) and innovativeness (54%); however, in both cases the items still explained more than half of their factor's variance, and the items' loadings with > 0.60 were all above the threshold of 0.40. Regarding export performance, an additional factor analysis at the dimension level only extracted one higher-order factor, which supports that they all reflect overall performance and can be aggregated. Internal consistency reliability was assessed with Cronbach's alpha ranging between 0.72 and 0.92 at satisfactory levels (Hair et al., 2006) . Only the scale innovativeness (0.57) fell slightly below the common threshold of 0.60. However, the inter-item correlation of all items still exceeded 0.30, and the elimination of the item "Changes in product or services have been mostly of minor nature vs. changes in product or service lines have usually been quite dramatic" would have reduced the nomological validity of the scale significantly. Furthermore, the Cronbach's alpha is dependent on the number of items and tends to increase with the number of items. Given that innovativeness only has three items, we believe that falling slightly below 0.60 in this reliability indicator is acceptably sensitive to the number of items. Thus, we decided to keep the original three-item solution. The Harman single-factor test (Podsakoff & Organ, 1986 ) was used to assess common method bias. There was no single factor accounting for the majority of the items' covariance, thereby rejecting any concerns. Means, standard deviations, Cronbach's alpha, and correlations are reported in Table 2 , and items, factor loadings, explained variances, are listed in the Appendix. In this research, we applied a benchmarking methodology to test our hypotheses on the success factors for export performance. Recently, benchmarking has moved from assessing and comparing performance outcomes to the factors (e.g., resources, capabilities) believed to be responsible for achieving superior outcomes (Ralston, Wright, & Kumar, 2001 ). This helps firms better identify what practices to apply in order to improve their outcomes. Benchmarking is also established in different management areas (e.g., Cooper, Edgett, & Kleinschmidt, 2004; Landry, Jalbert, & Chan, 2003) .
Specifically, we organized all participating firms of our sample by their export performance and selected the top 10% to enter the benchmark group. We then aggregated their scores for each scale capturing the resources, capabilities, orientations, and performance. This group-level score reduces the impact of single outliers and indicates general success factors. The procedure was repeated for the bottom 10%-namely, firms with the lowest export performanceto contrast the practices of the top performers (benchmark) with those of the low performers (laggards). Furthermore, the overall average score (average all firms) was calculated to provide a reference point for the entire sample. This approach is also depicted in Figure 1 . In order to improve readability, the original 7-point scale was transposed to a scale ranging from 0 to 100. The different performance levels of the three groups for overall export performance and its sub-dimensions are depicted in Figure 2 .
As the comparison between the benchmark and the laggard group only shows the differences in practices for the two export performance poles, we also calculated the correlation (Pearson) of the resources, capabilities, and orientations with export performance that draws on the full data set of all firms. This provides us with additional information regarding whether a success factor identified through benchmarking is robust across different performance levels.
Results
Regarding the relevance of the resources for the export performance of SMEs, the benchmark results summarized in Figure 3 support most of the proposed hypotheses. The benchmark group scored higher than the laggards with respect to management export experience (Δ = 15), and the correlation analysis considering the entire sample was also significantly positive (r = 0.21; p = 0.02). Thus, hypothesis H1 was supported by the data. Management export market information was also identified as an export success factor. The benchmark group performed better (Δ = 9), and the correlation was positive and significant (r = 0.24; p < 0.01). The data also supported hypotheses H3, H5, and H6. Compared with the laggards, the benchmark group had better financial resources (Δ = 15), superior human resources (Δ = 7), and brand strengths (Δ = 23), and all correlations were positive and significant (r = 0.21-0.24; p < 0.02). However, a lack of physical resources was not related with lower performance because even the benchmark group had a lower score than the laggards (Δ = -7), and the correlation was insignificant. Thus, hypothesis H4 was rejected by the data.
The results on the capabilities and orientations are summarized in Figure 4 . With respect to market orientation, the benchmark group performed slightly better than the bottom group (Δ = 4), but the positive correlation coefficient was not significant (r = 0.15; p = 0.07). Regarding negotiation flexibility, the benchmark scores was also higher (Δ = 14), but the correlation was insignificant (r = 0.15; p = 0.07). Thus, Source: Authors' Survey hypotheses H7 and H8 were rejected by the data. Service capability and a general posture toward innovativeness were also not identified as general success factors. Although the benchmark group scored higher in their service capabilities (Δ = 2) and their innovativeness (Δ = 8), the correlation analysis did not support the proposed positive relation for all performance levels. Hypotheses H9 and H10 were rejected. Finally, proactive and risk-taking postures were supported as export success factors, supporting hypotheses H11 and H12. The benchmark group scores were higher in proactiveness (Δ = 22) and risk-taking (Δ = 20), and the correlations were significantly positive (r = 0.18-0.23; p < 0.05).
Discussion and Conclusion
This research aimed to identify firm-level resources, capabilities, and orientations relevant for SMEs to achieve superior export performance. The benchmark study empirically supported many of the proposed success factors. We demonstrated that successfully exporting SMEs have the required financial funds, superior human resources, and stronger brands; the management also has broader and longer experience with export activities. Furthermore, market-related aspects play a crucial role for achieving export performance, especially the competence of SMEs' managers to analyze the customers, competitors, and environment. The results further highlighted the advantage of realizing one's export activities in a proactive fashion and taking calculated risks.
However, some investigated factors did not show the expected effect. Regarding physical resources, it might be that the lack of a performance impact was caused by firms operating in different industries. Intensity of production and technology application varied by industries (e.g., service vs. manufacturing firms); thus, their performance impact might be contingent on industry affiliation. With respect to service capabilities, past research has noted that services require a local presence to be delivered and, therefore, cannot be exported (Erramilli & Rao, 1993) . This might be the reason why an SME's general service capability does not affect export performance. Benchmark firms perform better than the laggards in terms of their market orientation and negotiation flexibility. However, this effect is not significant over the entire sample. It may be that, in some industries present in the sample, these capabilities are not relevant. This might be the case for commodity products, where prices and conditions are almost fixed, and customers' needs and demands are relatively stable. Finally, the reason for the unexpected absence of an impact of innovativeness on export performance might be that being successful in an export market does not necessarily require innovation in products and technologies in general.
From a theoretical perspective, we highlighted the importance of drawing on multiple theoretical sources when identifying success factors of export performance. Whereas scholars have discussed the lack of theory pluralism in internationalization research (e.g., Penrose, 1959; Spence & Crick, 2006) , we identified organizational factors grounded in different theories. (one-tailed) * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. Source: Authors' survey
Regarding the empirical method, we applied the less commonly used benchmarking approach, which fits the purpose of identifying success factors well. The comparison between firms that are more and less successful in their export activities delivers a profound and easy to communicate result on the best practices to follow. To overcome the limitation of benchmarks that typically focus on the small subsamples of best (and worst) performing firms, we provided a complementary correlation analysis that considered all performance levels of the entire sample. Future benchmark studies should also follow this approach.
For managers, the results highlighted their role as organizational designers that need to build and provide the appropriate asset base to successfully venture into export markets. Resources such as a qualified and motivated employee base or a strong brand already indicate the midto long-term perspective of these activities. This becomes even clearer when considering the set of measures required to develop a firm-level posture such as proactiveness. Besides building knowledge and adopting tools and methods, this comes along with changes in the organizational culture.
Managers can also use the items provided in the Appendix to benchmark themselves. By assessing the extent to which each item applies to their firm on a scale ranging from 0 to 10 and averaging the scores of the items belonging to each construct, they can calculate their own firm value of each factor, compare it with the benchmark group, and then derive measures in case they fall below the values of the successful reference group.
EXPORT PERFORMANCE (Lages et al., 2005) A strong proclivity for low-risk projects (with normal and certain rates of return) vs. a strong proclivity for high-risk projects (with chances of very high returns) 0.84
Owing to the nature of the environment, it is best to explore it gradually via cautious, incremental behavior vs. owing to the nature if the environment, bold, wide-ranging acts are necessary to achieve the firm's objectives 0.89
Typically adopts a cautious "wait-and-see" posture in order to minimize the probability of making costly decisions vs. typically adopts a bold, aggressive posture in order to maximize the probability of exploiting potential opportunities 0.81
Note: All items measured on 7-point Likert type scale; L factor loading; EV extracted variance, CA Cronbach's alpha.
